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Moishe N_adir (188 5-1943)

OISHE NADIR was a highly versatile writer who specialized in
M mocking feuilletons, surrealist comedy, sharp polemic. He was
blessed with a highly cultivated sense of the absurd—and did not
hesitate to use it.

Nadir, whose real name was Isaac Reiss, left his native Galicia for
America at the age of fourteen. His vast output—he was published at
seventeen—includes verse, dramatic criticism, stories, reportage, and
translations into Yiddish from Hauptmann, Heine, Anatole France,

and Peter Altenberg.

Though he lacked the self-discipline that might have made possible
a full climax to his career, Nadir made a major contribution to Yiddish
literature: he glorified and enriched the language. He was a master of
Yiddish vernacular, and precisely for this reason his work is extremely
difficult to translate, being full of puns, neologisms, jokes, and word
plays that depend for their meaning on an intimate knowledge of Yid-
dish. But he did demonstrate to colleagués sometimes too concerned
with theme and not enough with technique that written Yiddish could
be an infinitely plastic and colorful medium of expression—as plastic
and colorful as spoken Yiddish itself.

The Man Who Slept through
the End of the World

MOISHE NADIR

HE WAS always sleepy. And always ready to sleep. Everywhere.
At the biggest mass meetings, at all the concerts, at every im-
portant convention, he could be seen sitting asleep.

And he slept in every conceivable and inconceivable pose. He slept
with his elbows in the air and his hands behind his head. He slept
standing up, leaning against himself so that he shouldn’t fall down.
He slept in the theater, in the streets, in the synagogue. Wherever he
went, his eyes would drip with sleep.

Neighbors used to say that he had already slept through seven big
fires, and once, at a really big fire, he was carried out of his bed, still
asleep, and put down on the sidewalk. In this way he slept for several
hours until a-patrol wagon came along and took him away.

It was said that when he was standing under the wedding canopy
and reciting the vows, “Thou art to me . . .” he fell asleep at the
word “sanctified,” and they had to beat him over the head with brass
pestles for several hours to wake him up. And then he slowly said the
next word and again fell asleep.

We mention all this so that you may believe the following story
about our hero.

Once, when he went to sleep, he slept and slept and slept; but in his
sleep it seemed to him that he heard thunder in the streets’and his
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568 A TREASURY OF YIDDISH STORIES

. bed was shaking somewhat; so he thought in his sleep that it was rain-

ing outside, and as a result his sleep became still more delicious. He
wrapped himself up in his quilt and in his warmth.

When he awoke he saw a strange void: his wife was no longer there,
his bed was no longer there, his quilt was no longer there. He wanted
to look through the window, but there was no window through which
to look. He wanted to run down the three flights and yell, “Help!”
but there were no stairs on which to run and no air in which to yell.
And when he wanted merely to go out of doors, he saw that there
was no out of doors. Evaporated!

For a while he stood there in confusion, unable to comprehend
what had happened. But afterward he bethought himself: I'll go to
sleep. He saw, however, that there was no longer any earth on which
to sleep. Only then did he raise two fingers to his forehead and re-
flect: Apparently I've slept through the end of the world. Isn’t that
a fine how-do-you-do?

He became depressed. No more world, he thought. What will I do
without a world? Where will I go to work, how will I make a living,
especially now that the cost of living is so high and a dozen eggs cost
a dollar twenty and who knows if they’re even fresh, and besides, what
will happen to the five dollars the gas company owes me? And where
has my wife gone off to? Is it possible that she too has disappeared
with the world, and with the thirty dollars’ pay I had in my pockets?
And she isn’t by nature the kind that disappears, he thought to himself,

And what will I do if T want to sleep? On what will I stretch out if
there isn’t any world? And maybe my back will ache? And who’ll
finish the bundle of work in the shop? And suppose I want a glass
of malted, where will I get it?

Eh, he thought, have you ever seen anything like it? A man should
fall asleep with the world under his head and wake up without it!

As our hero stood there in his underwear, wondering what to do,
a thought occurred to him: To hell with it! So there isn’t any world!
Who needs it anyway? Disappeared is disappeared: I might as well
go to the movies and kill some time. But to his astonishment he saw
that, together with the world, the movies had also disappeared.

A pretty mess I've made here, thought our hero and began smooth-
ing his mustache. A pretty mess I've made here, falling asleep! I I
hadn’t slept so soundly, he taunted himself, I would have disappeared
along with everything else. This way I'm unfortunate, and where will
I get a malted? I love a glass in the morning. And my wife? Who
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knows with whom she’s disappeared? If it’s with that presser from the
top floor, I'll murder her, so help me God. )

Who knows how late it is?

With these words our hero wanted to look at his watch but couldn’t
find it. He searched with both hands in the left and right pockets of the
infinite emptiness but could find nothing to touch.

I just paid two dollars for a watch and here it’s already disappeared,
he thought to himself. All right. If the world went under, it went under.
That I don’t care about. It isn’t my world. But the watch! Why should
my watch go under? A new watch. Two dollars. It wasn’t even wound.

And where will I find a glass of malted?

There’s nothing better in the morning than a glass of malted. And
who knows if my wife . . . I've slept through such a terrible catas-
trophe, I deserve the worst. Help, help, hee—Ilp! Where were my
brains? Why didn’t I keep an eye on the world and my wife? Why
did I let them disappear when they were still so' young?

And our hero began to beat his head against the void, but since the
void was a very soft one it didn’t hurt him and he remained alive to
tell this story. i

Translated by Irving Howe
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The wax head with the apple-green hat and a silver earring

Display Windows of New York

Like a deadlock, in the display window of women’s dresses, turns and turns and turns around automat-

ically.

The display window is up to its neck in the blue light of two diagonal neon tubes like swollen veins of

fire-blood.

A wax leg, a leg foritsownsake, an egotistic leg makes Sabbath for its own sake in a brand new stock-

ing. And has noplace to go.

It’s beneath it to deal with the legs shuffling around on common sidewalks.

"$1.95 going-out-of-business sale. Our loss - your gain!"

A dull fleshy woman -- if a cannibal saw her, he’d have a fit --

Stops. Pinches something from a deep

Coat pocket and tosses it into her gaping mouth,

Full of gold and a perfumed tongue and an oily laugh.
A one-sided, parchment gypsy, Jewish, moving

With a swish, head sideways, right shoulder crooked,

Herself on the side --

Swishing by with shining black locks, noisy shawls, lantern earrings

And with "don’t-forget-who-I-am" in her eyes, her weeping, romantic, dramatic eyes.

And the head turns, turns, turns around automatically.

A bulldog-faced, chemically blond female

With a flea-collared bulldog on a woven leather leash, casts a glance

With small button-eyes and walks away with:
- Here, Poopsie...Here little son...Here...Here!

She shuffles off to another window of a bird store.

There monkeys are picking lice.

A little monkey with a tiny piece of flesh between its legs
2NCieat

And with a drooping bag, looks with stwwlsing cyes

At the women surrounding him and giggling.

He gets sick of it. So he throws up and goes to sleep.

A young man with a sharp crease in his pants and a hard bucket

On his sleek velvet head, hastens somewhere,

" Suddenly stops at the bird store, furtively glances

At the squirrels, white mice and splattered screaming parrots.
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He spits half 1; cigﬁr
And thrusts his myopic long nose --
Hard up to the window pane as if he wanted to drill a hole through the pane to the white mice and
dirty parrots.
The commotion moves like a swampy river. Does not diminish and doesn’t grow shorter.
It splinters acrobatically into light-colors coming from the display windows
And stops for one half nervous minute
When the red traffic-eye of an electrical law
Lights up and sway§ over the streetcorner and warns:
—- Let the breadth go through the length!
And when the length starts moving again, the sidestreets stop like a crazy, noisy cross, whose length
flows and breadth gells.
Two workers come with a wheelbarrow full of iron tools:
Screwdrivers, pickaxes, lanterns, axes, welding torches.
One climbs into a pair of rubber boots which serve as pants as well
And lifts a sledgehammer
Like an iron banner.

The other takes out a welding pot, an acetylene torch

Dons yellow fire-goggles like a mask and welds something.

Both stand in the gutter where a lantern burns with a red light.

The one with rubber boot-pants takes the iron cover off the manhole,
Kneels down and peeps in.

He prepares to crawl into the stinking sewer,

To repair the pipes that might pollute

The drinking water. Might poison the air, might bring an epidemic.
Might fill the earthenware sewer-guts with gas. Might explode

Like dynamite and destroy several streets, --

A gentleman with a silver pince-nez and a bamboo walking stick
And pocked pigskin gloves, and a tiny moustache

Under his nose, like a fly, and a bunch of flowers in greenish
Tissue paper, rolled like a cigarette, walks by

With swift, lacquered steps.

Bangs his nose on the worker in the rubber pants.

-- I beg your pardon, sir!

- Go to hell, sir! |

The man in the rubber pants smiles, mimics the jerk with the flowers,
Shows a row of sharp, white, pointed teeth.

The dandy turns pale and flees with a polite snort,

Accompanied by the acetylene light that hisses like a green fire-serpent

In his dead-scared face.

Firemen fly by on a kettle firetruck with a whistle and tin-tin-tin of a shining, swinging bell, pulled by
a blue sleeve.
The long street holds its breath, salutes the firemen, makes way.

v

The tin-tin-tin drills its sharp whistle somewhere around Central Park West.
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A moment later, only a ribbon of smoke remains, like a torn banner over a battlefield,
Where the dead rise up and scream and laugh and beat each other
And flee in all directions, with a plop and a screech and a whistle -

And soon come back -- like a mass scene in a Yiddish theater.

On a bench in the island at Broadway and 75th Street,

Under a dusty tree, lies a tramp with a mossy face, his hands under his head, dozes off.
His hairy, bare, wide chest is its€®an island .
In the wasleiands of rich New York.

A tall, thin philanthropist with a stiff chignon under an old-fashioned hat ?
Passes by with a little do-gooder, stops at the dusty tree where a discarded, homelesk man is lying
And turns to the little woman: '

-- Too bad for the tree! _So dusty.

- A tree should never be born in a city.

The tramp lifts his disheveled head and says, dramatically and sore:

— Nu, and I? Say...Listen...

The two women are scared and bustle off with mincing bird-steps and delicate bird-talk, about "Lord

Jesus" and "Isn’t this unemployment terrible?..."

And the head in the display window
Turns, turns, turns around automatically.
And the sick monkey’s asleep.

And the white mice caper joyously

And a splattered parrot squeals:

-~ America, I love yo-oo...Krrr,

= America, I love yo-00., Krrr.
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